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			Once more we looked out of the arched window.

			Together we saw the same valley, but each of us

			Saw a different future, like two fortune tellers

			Who disagree with each other in a serious and silent encounter.

			Yehuda Amichai, from “Return from Ein Gedi,” translated from the Hebrew by Glenda Abramson and Tudor Parfitt

			Closer—I see what looks like a distant field.

			The fog is a veil—

			it will not lift from where I’m sitting.

			Hala al-Shrouf, from “A River Like Intuition,” translated from the Arabic by Tayseer Abu Odeh and Sherah Bloor
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			5:45 a.m., Sunday, September 3, 2023

			.וְתִתְּנֵנוּ לְחֵן וּלְחֶסֶד וּלְרַחֲמִים בְּעֵינֶיךָ וּבְעֵינֵי כָל רֹאֵינוּ. אָמֵן

			And grant us grace, kindness, and mercy in Your eyes and in the eyes of all who see us. Amen. The rabbi finished reciting a rather abridged version of the traveler’s prayer she thought adequate for the airport shuttle entering Highway 70 outside of Haifa. The girl in the back row, who had jokingly asked if anyone in the van knew the Tefilat Haderech, yawned. The girl was clearly nervous—heading off, she told everyone in the packed van, for a year of study abroad in Los Angeles. Rabbi Adinah Feld, forty-five, a Reform rabbi from New Jersey and thus hardly considered by the religious officials of Israel a rabbi at all, asked if she would do. “Can’t hurt,” said a fleshy-faced man in the middle row. “In this world, you can never be sure.” Any of them could say the prayer, a thin man with a raspy voice in the second row added, it didn’t have to be a rabbi. The burly guy right next to her, an American with a slight Arab accent, gave her a shrug, “Why not?”

			My God, it was early. And the van, like everything else in this country, was cramped.

			The rabbi scooted to the edge of her seat against the window and gazed into the lingering darkness. If she had asked, Sana might have driven her the hour and a half to Ben Gurion, but their relationship wasn’t exactly like that anymore. The five nights in Sana’s apartment, on the green couch in front of the television, were the longest they had spent together in almost twenty years. That is, since they had decided the relationship couldn’t survive the geographic distance on top of everything else. Yet nothing felt so definitive now—not that anything much had happened. Their bodies kept colliding in the small apartment, and Adinah would linger, and Sana would relent, then pull away.

			Being in Sana’s presence had stirred her, left her unsettled. Am I going home or leaving home? Not that she hadn’t faced this question of belonging in regard to Israel before. It could never be answered. And this time, after participating in the pro-­democracy, anti-Netanyahu street protests, both in Tel Aviv and in Haifa, that question was even more difficult. “This is what democracy looks like,” they had all chanted. And just like during the Black Lives Matter marches back in the U.S., Adinah had felt no space between her own heart and the swelling energy of the street. In that moment, it was impossible to believe that their defiance of the extreme-right-wing, religious fundamentalist government was anything but destiny. But Sana refused to participate, even though the protests in Haifa took aim at the Netanyahu regime’s treatment of Palestinian women. Rabbi Adinah felt her refusal as a bitter warning: this is no longer your fight. Go back to America and fix your own problems.

			She was actually looking forward to the immediate problems facing her on her return. The High Holidays were coming to Temple Beth Israel, bringing the refreshing air of the new year, of repentance, of purity, of unity. In the coming weeks, she would ground herself in the simple tasks of ritual in that world where she was the master, hers to mold the observances, hers to clear the pathways of a Jewish life.

			As the airport shuttle hurtled toward the Yitzhak Rabin Highway, her phone buzzed and there was Sana’s face on her screen. The dark eyes, the plum lips, the silver nose ring. The strands of early gray in her hair. The raspy, tired voice that demanded a kind of permanent intimacy. Her headphones, where were they? The rabbi rifled through the tote bag at her feet, finally excavating them.

			“Adinah,” Sana said.

			“You didn’t have to call,” the rabbi replied quietly in Hebrew.

			“I should have gotten up.”

			

			It was a video call, but Rabbi Adinah held the phone close. The van had gone quiet. She wished everyone was still talking. “No, no. It wasn’t necessary,” she whispered.

			“Don’t say that. I was a shit. And now you’re already gone. Honestly, I’m not sure what I was thinking.”

			“Maybe things are complicated, that’s all. You know, between us. Beyond that, in the world. We do our best.”

			“Don’t say that, Adinah.”

			The driver turned up the radio, and now the burly guy was trying to flirt with the Los Angeles exchange student. “Sana,” she said. At that moment it felt good to say her name.

			“You’re going to have to come back,” Sana insisted. “You’re going to come back.” Was Sana crying? She could be cold and she could be hot. She couldn’t help that either. Over the years, the rabbi had counted on these moments of vulnerability to draw them closer together. But now couldn’t be the time.

			The presence of the highway—symbol and reality transporting her away—offered the emotional distance the rabbi needed. She wasn’t about to break down herself in the crowded van. “Give a hug to Leila for me, please!” She was still whispering but now with more energy, a desire for control. “I’m so glad I could take her to the protest, or maybe she took me. I cherish that, Sana.”

			“Oh, Adinah. You will text me,” Sana responded.

			The rabbi closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Sana hung up.

			Now, they were passing the Utopia ecological park east of Netanya, and the rabbi reminded herself not to take herself too seriously. And as her mind hovered between melancholy and relief, surprising words came to her, more prayer than pronouncement: One day I’ll return and I’ll stay, and we’ll grow old together.

			Whatever it was, guilty suggestion or cry of love, she put it away. As if in her suitcase with all the little gifts she had purchased in the Holy Land.
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			8:07 a.m., Tuesday, September 5, 2023

			Tuesday morning after Labor Day, the rabbi walked toward the entrance of Temple Beth Israel, her mound of curly hair rebelling against the absolute tyranny of humidity. The eggplant-colored blouse with a floral pattern in a slightly darker shade—an idealistic choice, she realized, for the unofficial start of fall—was already sticking. Her feet were swelling in the low-rise moss-hued boots she wore below a long skirt, and her oversized sunglasses were sliding down her nose. On one shoulder Rabbi Adinah hefted a plastic reusable supermarket bag decorated with a pixelated photo of a fruit cornucopia and haphazardly packed with gifts. On the other, a blue tote bag from a 2018 rabbinical conference in the Galilee, overstuffed with binders she had optimistically believed she would get to during her three weeks away.

			Workers appeared to be hustling around everywhere, mirroring her sense of the synagogue as her feudal estate. On the plane Sunday afternoon from Tel Aviv, needing something epic and other­worldly to absorb her attention, she had discovered the Visconti film The Leopard with a regal yet melancholic Burt Lancaster as Prince Fabrizio facing the coming dissolution of the Sicilian aristocracy. Now, passing below the row of gangly red cedars some ambitious congregants had planted in 1978 to mark the thirtieth birthday of Israel, Rabbi Adinah felt a little like the Prince approaching his beloved family palazzo after the insufferable end-of-summer carriage ride from Palermo. She gazed up at the towering stained glass and repeated, not without irony, the Prince’s words, Everything is as it should be, as it has always been.

			Pausing to gaze at a piece of open land behind the parking lot, she was reminded she had more than the High Holidays ahead to motivate her. Here, on this parcel acquired less than a year before, she would build something unprecedented: an immersive center for teaching Hebrew to the children and adults of Beth Israel and others in the town. The Hebrew language, she believed, was the conduit of Jewish life. Its sounds and structures brought the ancient forward, then carried the present back to meet it. And the possibility for these kinds of connections ran shivers up her spine. Hebrew, like Greek, existed simultaneously in its ancient form and in its living version. This synagogue would be where the two came together, and it would bring new life. The Hebrew Learning Center would be her gift to her congregation, and ultimately her legacy. She’d even persuaded Stanley Fishman, synagogue president, or so she believed. She still had to put a convincing proposal before the board, as the weight of her bag of neglected work reminded her.

			Two of the workmen, she noticed, were following her toward the synagogue entrance, about ten paces behind. Who were they? She hadn’t approved a capital project; perhaps this was the usual pre–Rosh Hashanah spruce-up? Had Louis gotten it in his head to hire a maintenance crew in her absence? It wasn’t like the temple’s building manager to show that much initiative. But Debra, the synagogue’s administrator, would know. And hopefully take care of it. The rabbi already had so much to do this first day back.

			What the rabbi didn’t realize was that one of the men was texting photos of roof damage caused Friday night by hurricane-turned-tropical-storm-turned-hurricane Daniel to his boss, who was heading to the roofing supply. While she had been savoring the quiet of her last Shabbat morning in Haifa with Sana and Sana’s daughter Leila, Daniel had been spilling hot torrents through the mutilated edge of the old copper scupper that fed the downspout. The day’s tropical air, which made her sleeves cling and long skirt bunch at her thighs, was the last vestige of four days of heavy rain.

			Encumbered by the two bags, she turned her back to the front door of the synagogue annex to shove it open, and then saw, at the far end of the foyer, by the door to the multipurpose room, one of the cleaning crew of the all-female Team Petra, wringing out a rag. The young woman—Razia, the rabbi remembered—backed away into the corner at the rabbi’s approach. She greeted her from the distance and wondered why Razia’s gaze seemed a little hard.

			Seeing Razia did remind the rabbi that she had a gift for Fami, one of the other cleaners, whom the rabbi had known since she’d first come to America. Fami and her mother, Marwan, had escaped the war in Syria, fleeing their village and somehow eventually reaching the notorious Zaatari camp in Jordan, where, thanks to twelve-year-old Fami’s wits, mother and daughter got themselves on an American refugee list, assigned to the Jewish immigration agency, HIAS, which in turn asked for the synagogue’s help in settling them. This is how Marwan and Fami came to Temple Beth Israel at about the same time as Rabbi Adinah in 2015. And how Rabbi Adinah, relishing her good fortune to be put in charge of such a dynamic, growing congregation, came to see the refugees, and especially Fami to whom she offered hours of tutoring and mentorship, as an emblem of the open, engaged, outward-facing synagogue she wanted Temple Beth Israel to be.

			She’d better go find Fami right away and give her the silver chain with the palm-shaped pendant, the amulet of protection usually called by its Arabic name, hamsa, and sometimes the hand of Fatima, for the daughter of Mohammed. Otherwise, she would certainly forget, and it would have to wait until next week.

			First, though, Rabbi Adinah mounted the stairs toward her study. Two more men in work clothes hustled down. “Watch your step!” another member of Team Petra shouted at the men. She had finished mopping the terrazzo tiles of the second-floor landing a second time.

			“Karina, forgive us,” the rabbi greeted her. “Everything seems to be out of order today.”

			“I did the best I could with your office,” Karina assured her.

			“My office?” The rabbi had a pang of guilt. She never got to clean off her desk before leaving on vacation.

			“Oh, and my mother made those pastries you like.”

			

			“The nests! With pistachio and rose water?” The rabbi stepped gingerly across the newly mopped floor and gave Karina a hug. Letting go, she noticed the woman’s teeming eyes but thought nothing of it. It was the gift of the nests! Or indeed that the rabbi had just returned from their shared, if one could say it, homeland. “You’d think they’ve outlawed rose water in Israel,” she said, jokingly, seeking release for her own emotion. Somehow the offhand comment also stood in for all the frustration she’d experienced the last week of her trip, staying in Sana’s apartment in Haifa, that once famously tolerant city.

			“They’re in a foil wrapping on the far side of your desk.” Karina, her right hand on the mop handle, gestured with the left. “I had to move things over so you could find them, I hope you don’t mind, madame.” She sighed deeply.

			The sound of boots racing up the stairs interrupted the rabbi before she could respond. They belonged to the two men who had passed her on her way up, plasterers, and the two others she had seen outside, roofers. And huffing behind them came Louis, the building manager, in the Italian-made tweed cap he wore at all times, inside and out, no matter the season, stuttering to them in broken Spanish about the necessity for booties over their work boots. The building was sacred, he kept trying to say. Oh, how that hat irked her, though she tried to tolerate his idiosyncrasies. The rabbi should have known Louis was at the center of all this tumult. She cast her gaze down the hallway for Debra, who could rescue her, or at least clear up the confusion.

			Louis pushed past the workmen to reach the rabbi first and launched right in before she could move down the hallway to her office. “You remember when the roofer had a look at the drain above your window this spring?” Louis wanted to be sure the rabbi acknowledged that in June he had thought to have someone check the roof drainage system in preparation for summer storms. Every year there were more of them, it seemed, and they lasted longer than they used to. The issue was the quantity of water the system could process in any one moment.

			

			“Can’t you give me a second to get settled?” The rabbi really didn’t want to lose her patience so quickly, but Louis often seemed incapable of succinct communication. “Or just tell me what is going on. Give me the backstory later.”

			The poor man stood there chafing. There were factors beyond his control, he admitted sheepishly. (In fact, to save money he had asked the plumber who’d come to replace the kitchen sink sprayer, instead of a roofer, to have a look at the downspout system. The man eyeballed the downspouts from the window and missed the scupper altogether.) “A great many factors, that’s all.”

			“Factors about what?” The cornucopia bag drifted down from her shoulder to stop at her bent elbow. Then she let it slide to her wrist and down to the floor, where it discharged a package wrapped in light blue tissue paper—the gift for Fami. She replaced the gift and, standing back up, shoved her sunglasses into her immense semitic mound of hair. Her annoyance wasn’t all ­Louis’s fault. Without her realizing it, Israel was rising in her—the fire that turned every interaction into confrontation—and she couldn’t control the way it erased her usual gladness. Perhaps the gladness would return a little later. And something else besides Louis irritated: her eyes were burning like crazy. Damn New Jersey summer!

			The workmen all started speaking at once, while Louis stuttered the beginning of an answer, but the rabbi turned to Karina, as if the woman with the mop was the only person she would trust. It was already past eight. Rabbi Adinah had to be at the AME church for the weekly Multifaith Coalition meeting at eleven. She needed time to debrief with Debra, who was likely to produce a long list of things that had to happen before the start of Rosh Hashanah in ten days.

			“It’s nothing, a small leak,” gritted Louis.

			“It’s actually a big job,” one of the roofers contradicted. “No worries. We’re gonna fix everything, ma’am.”

			“We already put up plastic to protect your desk,” added another.

			“Show me now,” she directed them, still ignoring Louis, and walked down the hallway toward her study, aware as she again hefted her two bags that the gift weighing her down most was the one she’d brought for Louis, an illustrated tome on the architectural restoration of Old City Jerusalem’s Jewish Quarter.

			The five men followed, none wearing booties.

			The door was open. Inside, thin plastic sheathing hung listlessly from the ceiling in the corner and pressed against the side of her desk. The catastrophic piles the rabbi had promised herself she would organize before leaving for Israel on August 10, now a detritus of spongy papers and warped books and water-stained binders (and, perched at the far edge, the carefully folded foil package with the pistachio nests), lumped against the fluttering plastic, as if heaved by a chaotic sea against the wall of a proud and ancient city.

			Within that lump, she suddenly realized, was the Hebrew Learning Center binder, stuffed with case studies and reports and preliminary architectural plans essential to preparing her case for the board. And where was the mother-of-pearl inlay table that she kept in that very corner? And the nineteenth-century talisman box displayed on top of it? She put the tote bags on the floor, and there was Louis at her heels, barking orders at the four workmen standing in silence just inside the door. One roofer, Miguel, was trying to explain the situation to his boss, whose voice of God roared through the phone’s speaker, clearly impatient. But Miguel couldn’t get Louis’s attention for an answer.

			“Give me some space, please everyone, for a minute,” the rabbi demanded, unsuccessfully trying to moderate her tone. She stepped away from Louis. The talisman box, thank God, there it was on the circular worktable in front of the bookshelves. She must have left it there, forgetting to return it to its usual place, thank God a second time, after showing it off to Herbie Stine, the synagogue’s treasurer, way back in mid-July.

			She poked her head inside the plastic sheathing. Still no sign of her other treasure, the tea table with the inlay mother-of-pearl Star of David.

			“Where could it be?” she demanded of no one. “Is Debra here yet?” The steamy office seemed to be making her irritated eyes worse. She’d better go find her administrator. She picked up her bags and reached for the talisman box to move it out of the way, but Louis, noticing her struggle, rushed over to help. They collided. The cornucopia bag swung and banged Louis in the head, causing him to lose his balance and nearly flip the worktable, sliding the talisman box to the very edge. The roofer Miguel ran over and nabbed it, and smiling triumphantly, cradled the nineteenth-century antique, a gift of the synagogue upon the rabbi’s hiring, in his steady hands.

			“My fault, my fault . . .” Louis rubbed his temple and kept repeating the phrase he hadn’t been able to utter in regard to the leaking ceiling.

			“Take a moment,” the rabbi suggested. In other circumstances, she might have tried to disarm him by presenting him with her gift. Not a good time, clearly: the tome on the restoration of the Old City had just conked him in the head! Besides, he was too worked up. She said she would go find Debra and see about some coffee.

			But now here Debra was at the door, the person at Temple Beth Israel the rabbi counted on most. Seeing her standing there in her no-nonsense brown linen skirt, radiant chestnut hair behind studious tortoiseshell glasses, put the rabbi at ease. Tall and thin, unmarried at thirty-eight, Debra was dedicated to her job, which happened to be the rabbi’s own professional well-being. “Let’s go to my office, away from all these men,” said Debra, and she practically pulled the rabbi down the hall. “Petra’s behind.”

			“So where’s the rest of their crew?” the rabbi inquired.

			That was exactly it, Debra began to explain. Only three of the women had shown: Karina, who right now occupied Debra’s office, making it impossible to access the coffee maker; Sara, cleaning the upstairs bathrooms; and Razia, working down in the multipurpose room or possibly now the kitchen.

			“Where are Marwan and Fami?” Adinah had been so distracted she’d already forgotten about finding Fami to give her the hamsa.

			“What’s going on with your eyes?” Debra asked.

			

			“Sorry I look like hell. I have no idea what’s going on.”

			“I’m sorry to say, Rabbi, there are black mold spores blooming on your ceiling.”

			“Oh. That must be why my eyes are burning. It has to be from the must and the mold. I guess my body’s not acclimated. It was bone dry in Haifa.”

			“I didn’t know about all this until a half hour ago. Luckily, I came in early. I’ll get you some ice.”

			“No, no, I’ll be okay.”

			“Then let’s get some drops. They sell drops for this sort of thing.”

			Now they entered Debra’s light-filled office, where to the rabbi’s relief she saw the mother-of-pearl inlay table. Debra was thorough, sometimes relentless, and it was moments like these when the rabbi was grateful she’d hired her five years before, after Debra had lost her job as a reporter for a local paper.

			“I’m sorry,” said Debra, before the rabbi could thank her. “We’ll get you a new one.”

			The rabbi saw then that the table was ruined. She had bought it on a whim outside the Alhambra, hefted it around the entire day, then returned to the shop and asked the shopkeeper to send it to her parents’ address in California. She hadn’t ever cared about material things, not clothing, not jewelry, not furniture. But this table spoke (to her at least) of the beloved era when Jews and Muslims and Christians coexisted in harmony. It had moved with her from Sacramento to Baltimore to Temple Beth Israel. “How about a hug,” said the rabbi.

			But mid-embrace, Debra’s eyes began to wander. Something was up, the rabbi sensed with an almost animal perception. “Marwan and Fami, where are they?” she asked. (Could they have been deported? No, no, refugees have legal status; it was one of the first things she’d learned upon coming to Temple Beth Israel.)

			“Let me check my phone, probably I missed it,” replied Debra.

			

			“Maybe they went straight to the sanctuary.” Marwan and Fami were the ones trusted to wipe down the sacred ark and dust the prayer books. “I can go look.”

			“No, Rabbi, you have enough to deal with.”

			“I have gifts!” Her gladness seemed to have returned. “Give me a sec,” she said and ran down the hall to her office to retrieve the souvenirs for Debra.

			She tried not to breathe as she pulled out Louis’s book, then extracted a wrapped and padded package containing gorgeous handcrafted Druze coffee cups she knew Debra would appreciate. At the bottom of the cornucopia bag were four little semitransparent red plastic sacks, like precious hearts carved out of humble beasts. One, filled with golden turmeric, was another gift for Debra, who claimed the herb reduced her migraines. The second, filled with sumac, was for Imam Abdul Bahar, Adinah’s dear friend and co-founder of the Multifaith Coalition (Imam Abdul’s sister, Mariam, owned Team Petra). The third contained a special harissa blend that synagogue member Yaacov Attai needed to make his mother’s famous shakshuka recipe. (Adinah knew he wouldn’t be able to visit his mother in Kfar Aza until spring.) The fourth little red sack contained three generous scoops of za’atar, procured, along with the harissa, from a small shop in the old city of Nazareth, known for its flavorful spices and elaborate herb pyramid displays. This last was for Marwan, whom she’d expected to see that morning wiping down the olive-wood door handles of the sacred ark.

			Fami’s hamsa pendant necklace must have shaken to the bottom. Sana had brought the rabbi to a friend’s jewelry-making studio in a restored stone building in Haifa’s gentrified district by the port, unbelievably clean now and pleasant. When Adinah asked what had happened to the prostitutes, Sana explained they were hidden now, in massage parlors and in the backrooms of hookah bars. They still turned up in her clinic, Sana said, and most of them had been trafficked. When the two former lovers entered the jewelry studio through an ornate iron gate, what struck Rabbi Adinah was not the district’s dazzling restoration or the enduring presence of prostitution, but that two of the three assistants employed by the jewelry designer, a Jewish woman from one of Haifa’s oldest families, were Palestinian citizens of Israel. Which made the hamsa pendant for Fami and the identical hamsa earrings she selected for Celia, one of her favorite high school students, both Israeli and Palestinian, Jewish and Muslim, or neither.
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			8:39 a.m., Tuesday, September 5, 2023

			“Yes, yes, of course I will relay it to her, that exactly.” Debra was on the phone when the rabbi returned, the package of Druze cups and the sack of turmeric in hand. “Thank you for the information.”

			“Relay to me what? What information?” the rabbi demanded. “Is it about the roof?”

			Debra produced a look of mock-exasperation that the rabbi knew was actually real. “Rabbi, dear, you have to let me filter things out for you. You don’t want to hear what every member of this congregation has to say every second of the day.”

			“What information?” she repeated, then thought better. Debra was right, and especially now. There was so much to do. “Oh, never mind—and here, the ‘surprise gifts.’”

			Debra knew what was coming, the sack of turmeric and the coffee cups. There were four of the cups, she discovered as she snipped away the tape and unwrapped the Arabic newspaper, and they were surprisingly small by American standards. “Each one is slightly different,” said the rabbi, pointing out the varying shades of brown, mudbrick to cinnamon stick, the amber sheen of the glaze, and the black hand-painted floral designs. Debra, not so sure about the rabbi’s taste—or practicality—nevertheless feigned total enthusiasm. “I’ll wash them right away,” she said. “Then I can make the coffee.”

			“Please! We can start the day over.”

			Debra hesitated a moment. She glanced at the rabbi, whose right eye was puffy. “Did I send you the Times article with Yaacov’s mom? Wait, you were supposed to see her. Did you go?”

			“She was in the Times?”

			

			“I think it was the day you left or just after. Didn’t I send it? About how the border works and all these people who cross into Gaza, you know, to help. I guess I never realized she’s been going there for thirty years.”

			The rabbi hadn’t gotten to Kfar Aza—it was too far south—and Yaacov’s mom had been too busy to meet the rabbi while she was in Tel Aviv. “It’s a small country and you think you can see everyone, but it’s never possible.”

			“Too bad. I know Yaacov was hopeful.”

			The rabbi put up her hands. Debra had a way of fostering guilt; it wasn’t clear she could help it. Or perhaps Adinah was overly sensitive. “Still no word on Marwan and Fami?” This was her way of pushing back.

			There was a tap at the open door, and there was Louis wringing his hands, begging pardon.

			Debra, seeing him, turned back to the rabbi and practically hissed, “I’ll go wash the cups.”

			But Louis had already started to deliver the bad news, and now Debra wouldn’t budge. “There are two points of concern. The first is the roof itself, in the area around the leak. I can show you pictures, the whole section is rotted, all the shingles have to come up, and I have to warn you that’s when we’re going to be talking about real money, to replace the slate shingles. Or redo everything with asphalt, I hate to say it. Welcome home.”

			“The second? Don’t hold back.”

			“Oh, that’s the floor. I don’t know how we missed it at first. The boards are buckled, about this much of it.” Louis marked out a square, about two-by-two.

			“The insurance company is going to need photos of everything,” said Debra, who hadn’t left the office. She had already emailed the adjuster to forewarn of a claim, she said.

			“I talked to my guy,” he shot back, referring to the same insurance agent. “He’ll prioritize our claim because we always give them exactly the papers they need.” He couldn’t help it, but the building was his territory, even when, on matters such as insurance, there was an overlap with administration, clearly Debra’s department. “Papers that I have already filled out and sent to your guy.”

			If it wasn’t for jet lag and her swollen eye, Rabbi Adinah would have stepped in earlier. How many times, if Louis could have gotten over himself, would Debra’s efficiency have made his life easier! How many times had she implored Debra not to provoke him! And how many times (she could page through the human resources binder to find out) had Louis failed to do his job and then lashed out at both of them! Only now, with Louis’s whine rising and Debra turning with a huff to pull up her email with the adjuster, the rabbi took charge. To Louis, she said she needed real information about the scale and cost of the repairs, including options, and how long each might take. She told Debra that it would be up to Louis to submit the final claim and schedule the adjuster. The High Holidays were going to take all of Debra’s attention. With that, the rabbi left them both in Debra’s office and went briskly back to her ruined study at the other end of the hall.

			Debra took the cups to the bathroom to wash them in the sink, leaving Louis standing there scrolling on his phone. He was still there when she returned with the rinsed cups to make the coffee. She pointedly stepped around him, placed the cups on the window ledge, and stopped in front of the coffee maker. What was Louis doing loitering in her office? For a moment, his irritating presence, combined with the news she was carrying, not to mention the pressure of the impending High Holidays, made her forget what she was doing. She gazed at the Mr. Coffee as if it were an unrecognizable child. Finally, she grabbed the pot to fill in the bathroom sink.

			To calm herself, she tried to breathe along with the Mr. Coffee, inhaling and exhaling with the sputtering machine. When she gave up, the coffee maker sounded like it was gasping for breath. Debra sat back down for a moment, overtaken by the enormity of what she’d just heard on the phone. How was she going to tell Rabbi? She gazed at Rabbi Adinah’s cherished mother-of-pearl inlay table fatally warping, the mosaics of pearls breaking apart. It looked so sad, a perfect emblem for the morning so far. As did the drooping African violet someone had left on the synagogue’s doorstep, which she’d tried to rescue. It sat now on a low beige file cabinet next to where she had put the Druze coffee cups to dry. Shaking her head at the rabbi’s choice of brown and black, she picked up two cups to fill and noticed the intertwining leaves and vines hand-painted on each cup. Debra knew nothing about the Druze people or their legendary pottery, but holding the cups, with their harmonious motifs painted with such care and attention, suddenly made her feel as if everything was going to be all right, after all. “The divine presence rests between us,” Debra whispered. It was one of Rabbi Adinah’s favorite Talmudic phrases.

			She grabbed the milk from the minifridge, took a sniff to ensure it was still good, and poured some into the rabbi’s cup (Debra avoided dairy). Then the coffee from the pot. She carried the rabbi’s cup down the hall, gazing into each of the three classrooms as she went to assess its suitability as a temporary rabbinical study, before arriving at the rabbi’s door.

			Debra found Adinah sitting at her round worktable, where she also typically met with bar and bat mitzvah students and gave Torah classes. She was working on her laptop, seemingly unaffected by the plasterers at work demolishing the ceiling from inside the plastic sheathing, which, Debra noted, only marginally suppressed the dust.

			“I’m sorry, these cups really are a little small, aren’t they,” the rabbi said. “Maybe you can start making stronger coffee. I drank a lot of espresso in Israel, and you know what? Turkish coffee, too. You want one of Karina’s mom’s cookies?”

			The synagogue administrator, allergic to nuts, made a face.

			“Oh, I forgot, I’m sorry. I’ll have to eat them all myself.” She put her hand to her mouth in a fake gesture of self-reproach.

			“Let’s get you moved out of here,” Debra said. “They’re gutting the ceiling. You can’t possibly—”

			“Look at me, I’m fine, Debra. They’ll work around me. I already arranged it.”

			

			“Look at you! Have you seen your eyes? Take your laptop, go work literally anywhere else,” said an exasperated Debra, who paused and thought a minute. “I’ll move what you need into classroom three. You can use that. I’ll bring your coffee.”

			The rabbi insisted she wasn’t going anywhere. “Go get your own coffee and come back. I want to take a moment.” They needed a check-in, she wanted to say. But Debra didn’t move, and Adinah realized she also wanted to say something else—about the taste of Israel still, as it were, in her mouth. The disorder and disruption they were both feeling that morning seemed somehow analogous to her experience in the Holy Land, which maybe came from her unsettled feelings regarding Sana, or maybe not.

			The rabbi didn’t share that last thought with Debra, but she did mention the general air of disturbance and the bitterness inside the Knesset. Divisions multiplying everywhere, she said. Maybe, she suggested to Debra, who was struggling to comprehend, it came from walls and weapons. They hadn’t been so evident the last time she had visited, had they?

			Unsure how to respond, Debra aimed for something concrete. “I’m going to CVS to get you drops. You might scare the imam.”

			“Nothing can scare Imam.” How many times over the years had they been threatened, the two of them, for demonstrating that Jews and Muslims were, above all, Americans and humans? “Go, get your coffee, and come back. We have a lot to discuss. I have dinner with Stanley tomorrow and a board meeting next week!” She pointed to the musty contents of the Hebrew Learning Center binder open on the table.

			“Move to one of the classrooms and yes,” said Debra.

			The rabbi protested, but just then a piece of lath fell from the ceiling and bounced under the plastic sheathing toward them. Debra jumped.

			“God commanded the Israelites to go seek temporary shelter,” the rabbi announced, and now she began to laugh. “Actually, that’s straight out of Leviticus. The command to celebrate abundance, to build sukkah. Oh! But not really that, Debra. Really as a reminder that everything is transient, contingent. Nothing is guaranteed. That’s why in a few weeks we will build our sukkah! To tell the world we will carry on under any circumstances. When in the wilderness God will come. Okay, okay, I will go. Choose a classroom. But it damn well better not be for seven days.”

			They’d be lucky if an adjuster came out that quickly, Debra thought to herself. Still, she felt the rabbi ought to be rewarded when she listened to her advice, even when sounding so abstrusely rabbinical. She also promised she would find a new binder and try to make copies of the important stuff before tomorrow’s dinner with Stanley Fishman, the synagogue president.

			Heading down the hall, Debra considered how no one, not any of her friends, certainly, even the Jewish ones, could grasp how the High Holidays warped everything about her job. It was like getting married once a year, she thought, vaguely proud of the analogy. And one of those Indian weddings that lasts a full week. One of those weddings where you don’t know exactly who is going to show up. The rabbi being a rabbi, of course, experienced joy and probably no small amount of validation watching the sanctuary fill and fill again, first on the eve of Rosh Hashanah and then the next day and the next and again throughout Yom Kippur. “It isn’t such a bad thing to have a sense of purpose,” Rabbi Adinah had once said, almost self-deprecatingly. But for Debra it was all a nuisance. Tickets to be issued, membership appeals to be made, special children’s services to orchestrate, liturgical assignments to keep straight . . . The weather was usually hot and muggy. And it always seemed to storm during tashlikh, the ritual communal casting away of sins into the river. Rabbi Adinah arrived at Sukkot, the symbolic celebration of the harvest that took place a few days after Yom Kippur at the very end of the High Holidays, as if revived, while Debra would land in bed for two days with a migraine.

			Despite all that, Debra had to admit she liked starting off the Jewish new year together with the rabbi, on the same page, of the same mind. God only knew there would be right turns and right turns from those right turns. Probably she should have been ecstatic the leak had already occurred, while the building was empty, leaving plenty of time to fix it. The High Holidays coincided with the start of Hebrew and Sunday school, which meant new families, inexperienced teachers, an updated bar and bat mitzvah schedule. She had to organize the dads to build the sukkah, the temporary symbolic structure set up for Sukkot. During this time she’d have to rely on the teenagers that Ann Mitnick, the education director, assigned to lead the kids’ services, the apple and honey tastings . . . Thinking about all these matters made Debra’s pulse race and her jaw tighten. And then there was the horror she hadn’t been able to reveal to Rabbi Adinah. What had happened to Fami the night before.
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			8:57 a.m., Tuesday, September 5, 2023

			As Debra steeled herself to deliver the news with the coffee, the phone rang. It was Trudy Sugar, originally from Cape Town, as she made sure everyone knew. Trudy had been on assignment with one of the big consulting firms in the area, not far from where her father, an oil executive, had been stationed for eight years when she was growing up. Luck had it that her best friend from those American days, Eleanor Zipkind, lived close to Trudy’s client’s offices and closer to Temple Beth Israel. A longstanding member, Eleanor had naturally brought Trudy with her to services and other temple events. The consulting assignment had ended, but Trudy was still sticking around.

			Right now, Debra could tell, Trudy was driving. “We received the calendar at the house on Saturday,” Trudy said.

			“Good, I’m glad,” Debra replied.

			Trudy had already made it clear that the synagogue was quite a bit more nontraditional than she would have chosen, though it suited her well enough for the time being, whatever that meant. She rarely passed on an opportunity to speak up when she felt something was off. Once she’d called Debra to inform her that the rabbi had led the Friday night service in the wrong sequence and once to suggest that the children from the Hebrew school were being called up to the pulpit too often to recite the prayers. Whatever it was this time, Debra hoped Trudy would keep it
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